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BOTTLENOSE DOLPHIN (Tursiops truncatus): 
Western North Atlantic Coastal Stock 

STOCK DEFINITION AND GEOGRAPHIC RANGE 

There are two distinct bottlenose dolphin ecotypes (Duffield et al. 1983; Duffield 1986; Mead and Potter 

1995; Walker et al. 1999); a shallow water ecotype and a deep water ecotype which correspond to nearshore and 

offshore forms, respectively.  Both ecotypes have 

been sho wn to inhab it waters in the weste rn North 

Atlantic Ocean (Hersh and Duffield 1990; Mead and 

Potter 19 95; Ho elzel et al. 1998; Walker et al. 1999). 

The inshore and  offshore forms, of all age classes, 

can be po sitively identified ba sed on differ ences in 

morphometrics, parasite loads, and prey (Mead and 

Potter 19 95).  Ho elzel et al. (1998) found significant 

differentiation between the nearshore and offshore 

forms in both nuclear and mtDNA markers, and 

concluded the two forms were distinct.  Curry (1997) 

concluded that, based on differences in  mtDNA 

haplotypes, the nearshore animals in the northern 

Gulf of Mexico and the western North Atlantic were 

significantly different stocks.  Bottlenose dolphins 

which had str anded a live in the western  North 

Atlantic in area s with direct acc ess to deep  oceanic 

waters had hemoglobin profiles matching that of the 

deep, cold water ecotype (Hersh and Duffield 1990). 

Hersh and Duffield (1990) also described 

morpho logical differen ces betwee n the deep , cold 

water ecotyp e dolphins  and dolp hins with 

hematological profiles matching the shallow, warm 

water ecotype which had stranded in the 

Indian/B anana Riv er in Florida .  Because  of their 

occurrence in shallow, relatively warm waters along 

the USA  Atlantic coas t and beca use their 

morphological characteristics are similar to the 

shallow, warm water ecotype described by Hersh and 

Duffield (1990), the A tlantic coastal bottlenose 

dolphin stock is believed to consist of this ecotype or 

nearshore  form.  Furthe rmore, H oelzel et al. (1998) 

genetically identified a sample of animals captured or 

incidentally caught in nearshore waters as the 

nearshore  form.  Curre ntly,  data are insufficie nt to 

allow separation of locally resident bo ttlenose 

dolphins found in bays, sounds and estuaries (such as 

those from the Indian/Banana River) from the coastal 

stock in the we stern North  Atlantic; Ho elzel et al. 

(1998) found less variation in nuclear and mtDNA 

Figure 1.  Sightings of bottlenose dolphins during aerial 

surveys from shore to the 25 m isobath north of Cape 

Hatteras during summer 1994, shore to 9 km past the 

western Gulf Stream wall south of Cape Hatteras during 

winter 1992, three  coastal surveys within o ne km of sho re 

from Ne w Jersey to  mid-Flo rida durin g the sum mer in 

1994, and during vessel surveys from about the 30 m 

isobath to the offshore extent of the USA EEZ in 1998. 

markers am ong their sam ple of nearsh ore anima ls, which likely includ ed residen t and coasta l animals, than the ir 

sample of offshore animals. 

The structu re of the coa stal bottlenose  dolphin sto ck in the western  North A tlantic is uncertain, b ut what is 

known about it suggests that the structure is complex.  Some portion of the coastal stock migrates north of Cape 

Hatteras, N orth Caro lina, to New J ersey during th e summer ( Scott et al. 1988).  It has been suggested that this stock 
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is restricted to waters < 25 m in depth within the northern portion of its range (Kenney 1990) because there are two 

concentrations of animals north of Cape Hatteras, one inshore of the 25m isobath and the other offshore of the 25m 

isobath, which were observed during 

aerial surveys of the region (CETAP 

1982) and vessel surveys (NMFS 

unpublished data).  The lowest density of 

bottlenose dolphins was observed over 

the continental shelf, with higher 

densities along the coast and near the 

continental shelf edge.  The coastal stock 

is believed to reside south of Cape 

Hatteras in the late winter (Mead 1975; 

Kenney 1 990); ho wever, the d epth 

distribution of the stock south of Cape 

Hatteras is uncertain and the coastal and 

offshore stocks may overlap there.  There 

was no apparent longitudinal 

discontinuity in bottlenose dolphin herd 

sightings during aerial surveys south of 

Cape Hatteras in the winter (Blaylock 

and Hoggard 1994 ). 

Scott et al. (1988) hypothesized 

a single coastal migratory stock ranging 

seasonally from as far north as Long 

Island, NY, to as far south as central 

Florida, citing stranding patterns during a 

high mortality event in 1987-88 and 

observed den sity patterns along the USA A tlantic coast.  Figure 1 illustrates the distribution of 696 bottlenose 

dolphin herd sightings during aerial and vessel surveys conducted during 1992-1998.  The proportion of the 

sightings illustrated w hich might be  of bottlenos e dolphins  from other th an the coasta l stock is unkno wn; howeve r, it 

is reasonab le to assume th at the coastal su rveys within one  km of shore  minimized  inclusion of the o ffshore stock. 

Gathering information to distinguish between coastal and offshore ecotypes is currently an active area of research by 

NMF S Southeast Fisheries Science  Center (SEFS C), as is research to determine the relationsh ip between bottlenose 

dolphin that inhabit bays, sounds and  estuaries and those 

Figure 5.  Illustration of stock structure hypotheses of Atlantic coastal 

bottlenose dolphins: one stock ranging from New Jersey to Florida or 

multiple sto cks which  may inc lude: 1) ye ar-roun d residen ts with sma ll 

home  ranges; 2 ) multiple, co ntiguou s, seasona lly resident g roups w ith 

relatively large hom e ranges; and  3) groups with lon g-range m igratory 

pattern. (Su = sum mer, Wi = win ter) 

that are believed to comprise the coastal stock  (Hohn 

1997). 

A multi-disciplinary, multi-investigator research 

program  to understan d the stock stru cture of Atlan tic 

coastal bottlenose dolphins was initiated in late 1996. 

Several different hypotheses about stock structure are 

being considered (Figure 2).  The experimental design for 

the program is based on: 1) obtaining samples from live 

captures, photo-identification, projectile biopsy, and 

incidental take (strandings and observer programs); 2) 

conducting indepe ndent analyses including genetics, 

isotope ratios, contaminants, mo vement patterns, 

morphometrics, telemetry, and life history; and 3) merging 

of the disassociated results to describe stock structure 

(Hohn 1997).  Based on current information, it is expected 

that multiple stocks exist and include year-round  residents, 

seasonal re sidents, and m igratory grou ps.  Site-specific, 

year-round residents have been reported only in the 

Table 1.  Residency and movement patterns of 

bottlenose dolphins documented from photo-

identification  (from Ho hn 199 7). 

Location 
Year-round 
Residents 

Seasonal 
Residents 

Migrato ry/ 
Transient 

Virginia Beach, VA No Jun-Sept Jun-Sept 

Beaufort, NC, “coastal” No Oct-Apr ? 

Beaufort, NC, 
“estuarine” Possible large home 

Wilmington, NC 
range 

Charleston, SC 
Yes 

fall-
winter 

spring, fall 

Bull Creek, SC Yes Yes 
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southern part of the range, from Charleston, South Carolina (Zolman 1996) and Georgia (Petricig 1995) to central 

Florida (Odell and Asper 1990);

 seasonal residents and migratory or transient animals also occur in these areas.  In the northern part of the range the 

patterns reported include seasonal residency, year-round residency with large home range, and migratory  or transient 

movements (Barco and Swingle 1996, Sayigh et al. 1997).  Table I lists the locations and the patterns of residency 

and movement that have been documented through photo-identification of naturally-marked animals, and of 31 

individuals an imals that were live -captured a nd freeze-b randed in B eaufort, NC  in 1995 ( Hansen a nd W ells 1996 ). 

Comp lex patterns o f moveme nt and reside ncy were ob served in a sa mple of 10  of the animals live -captured in 

Beaufort that were radio-tagged and tracked for up to 31 days: some left the area immediately, some were located up 

to 120 km distant within a few days of tagging, and others remained in the area (Read et al. 1996). 

The observed patterns of year-round residency and seasonal residency, and migratory and transient 

movements likely represent a population that consists of a complex mosaic of biologically-meaningful stocks.  The 

patterns are in some cases essentially identical or very similar to patterns observed in recognized stocks or 

commu nities identified in em bayments a nd coastal a reas in the nor thern Gulf o f Mexico  (e.g. Scott et al. 1990; 

Weller 199 8; Wells et al. 1996).  Sufficient information exists to identify year-round resident communities in several 

bay and estuarine areas; however, much of the suitable bay and estuarine habitats along the Atlantic coast have not 

yet been studied sufficiently.  Although numerous research efforts are underway, it will require several years of 

photographic identification, genetic and radio-tracking research  to provide sufficient information for interpretation. 

The entire range(s) and number of migratory and transient stocks are unknown, but much of the current research 

effort is directed  towards d etermining sto ck structure, m ovemen ts, and degre e of mixing o f these presum ed stocks. 

As the research efforts are completed, it is likely that a number of stocks or communities will be identified, including 

year-round and resident stocks in embayments, and transient or migratory stocks.  This will necessitate a revision of 

the stock assessment report of the western North Atlantic Coastal Stock of bottlenose dolphins to reflect the number 

of stocks described. 

POPU LATIO N SIZE

  Mitchell (1975) estimated that the coastal bottlenose dolphin population which was exploited by a shore-

based net fishery until 1925 (Mead 1 975) numbered at least 13,748 bottlenose dolphins in the 1800s.  Recent 

estimates of bottlenose dolphin abundance in the USA Atlantic coastal area were made from two types of aerial 

surveys.  The  first type was aerial su rvey using stand ard line transe ct sampling w ith perpend icular distance  data 

analysis (Buckland et al. 1993) and the computer program DISTANCE (Laake et al. 1993).  The alternate survey 

method consisted of a simple count of all bottlenose dolphins seen from aerial surveys within one km of shore. 

An aerial line-transect survey was conducted during February-March 1992 in the coastal area south of Cape 

Hatteras.  Sampling transects extended orthogonally from shore out to approximately 9 km past the western wall of 

the Gulf Stream into waters as deep as 140 m, and the area surveyed extended from Cape Hatteras to mid-Florida 

(Blaylock  and Ho ggard 19 94).  System atic transects we re placed  random ly with respect to b ottlenose d olphin 

distribution and approximately 3.3% of the total survey area of about 89,900 km2 was visually searched.  Survey 

transects, area, and dates were chosen utilizing the known winter distribution of the stocks in order to sample the 

entire coastal population; however, the offshore stock may represent some unknown proportion of the resulting 

population size estimates.  Preliminary estimates of abundance were derived through the application of distance 

sampling analysis (Buckland et al. 1993) and the computer program DISTANCE (Laake et al. 1993) to the 

perpend icular distance  sighting data.  B ottlenose d olphin abu ndance w as estimated to  be 12,4 35 dolp hins with 

coefficient of variation (CV) = 0.18 and the log-normal 95% co nfidence interval was 9,684-15,967 (Blaylock and 

Hogga rd 1994 ).  

An aerial survey was conducted during late January-early March 1995, following nearly the same design as 

the 1992 survey.  Preliminary analysis (following the same procedures described above) resulted in an abundance 

estimate of 21,128 dolphins (CV=0.22) with a long-normal 95% confidence interval of 13,815-32,312. 

Perpendicular sighting distance analysis (Buckland et al. 1983) of line transect data from an aerial survey 

throughout the northern portion of the range in July 1994, from Cape Hatteras to Sandy Hook, New Jersey, and from 

shore to the 25 m isobath, resulted in an abundance estimate of 25,841 bottlenose dolphins (CV=0.40) (Blaylock 

1995) within the approximately 25,600 km2 area.  These data were collected during a pilot study for designing 

future surveys an d are con sidered to b e preliminar y in nature.  
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An aerial survey of this area was conducted during mid July-mid August 1995.  Data from the pilot study 

was used to design this survey; survey sampling was designed to produce an abundance estimate with a CV of 0.20 

or less.  Preliminary analysis (following the same procedures described above for the surveys south of Cape 

Hatteras) resulted in an abundance estimate of 12,570 dolphins (CV=0.19) with a log-normal 95% confidence 

interval of 8,6 95-18,1 73.  

An aerial surv ey of the coas tal waters within a o ne km strip alo ng the shore  from Sand y Hook to 

approximately Vero Beach, Florida, was also conducted during July 1994 (Blaylock 1995).  Dolphins from the 

offshore stock are believed unlikely to occur in this area.  Observers counted all bottlenose dolphins seen within the 

one km strip alongshore from Cape Hatteras to Sandy Hook (northern area) and within the one km strip alongshore 

south of Cape H atteras to approximately V ero Beach (so uthern area). The avera ge of three counts of bottlenose 

dolphins in the northern area wa s 927 dolphins (ran ge = 303-1,66 7) and the average o f three counts of bottlenose 

dolphins in the southern area was 630 dolphins (range = 497-815).  The sum of the highest counts in both areas was 

2,482 d olphins. 

A vessel survey to obtain abundance, distribution, and biopsy information from pelagic cetaceans in USA 

waters south of Delaware Bay was conducted during July and August 1998 (NMFS unpublished data).  The survey 

included waters from approximately the 30 m isobath out to the offshore extent of the USA EEZ.  A total of 56 herds 

or groups of bottlenose  dolphins were sighted; an unkno wn number of these herd s were likely the offshore bottlenose 

dolphin ec otype.  On e of the herd s sighted was e xceptiona lly large and wa s estimated to  consist of 25 1 individua ls. 

The data from the survey are currently being analyzed; abundance estimates should be available in late 1999. 

It is not currently possible to distinguish the two bottlenose dolphin ecotypes with certainty during visual 

aerial and vessel surveys,  as the distribution of the two eco types in USA Atlantic EE Z waters is uncertain.  Because 

of this difficulty,  the resulting abundance estimates may include dolphins from the offshore stock. Until additional 

research provides information to determine the range of habitat utilized by both ecotypes and their degree of mixing 

along the Atlantic coast, it will not be possible to assess the abundance of either type with any certainty. Determining 

the degree  of geograp hic mixing of the se two eco types is currently a n active area  of research b y NMF S, SEFS C. 

Minimum Po pulation Estimate 

Reasona ble assuranc e of a minimu m popu lation estimate c an not be p rovided  by line transect su rveys 

because the prop ortion of dolphins from the o ffshore stock which might have bee n observed is unkno wn. The risk 

averse approach is to assume that the minimum population size is the highest count of bottlenose dolphins within the 

one km strip from shore between Sandy Hook and Vero B each obtained during the July 1994 survey.  The maximum 

count within one km of shore between Sandy Hook and Cape Hatteras was 1,667 bottlenose dolphins and it was 815 

bottlenose dolphins within one km of shore between Cape Hatteras and Vero Beach.  The resulting minimum 

populatio n size estimate fo r the western N orth Atlantic co astal bottleno se dolphin  stock is 2,48 2 dolph ins. 

Current Population Trend

 Kenney (1 990) rep orted an es timated 40 0-700 b ottlenose d olphins from  the inshore stra ta of aerial surve ys 

conducted along the USA Atlantic coast north of Cape Hatteras in the summer during 1979-1981.  These estimates 

resulted from  line transect ana lyses; thus, they cann ot be used  in compa rison with the dir ect count d ata collected  in 

1994 to  assess pop ulation trends .  

There was no significant difference in bottlenose dolphin abundance estimated from aerial line transect 

surveys conducted south of Cape Hatteras in the winter of 1983 and the winter of 1992 using comparable survey 

designs (NMFS unpublished data; Blaylock and Hoggard 1 994) in spite of the 1987-88 mortality incident during 

which it was estim ated that the co astal migrator y populatio n may have b een reduc ed by up to  53% (S cott et al. 

1988) . 
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CURRENT AND M AXIMUM  NET PRODUCTIVITY RATES 

Current and  maximum  net produ ctivity rates are no t known for this sto ck.  The m aximum ne t productiv ity 

rate was assumed to be 0.04.  This value is based on theoretical modeling showing that cetacean populations may not 

grow at rates much greater than 4% given the constraints of their reproductive life history (Barlow et al. 1995). 

POTENTIAL BIOLOGICAL REMOVAL 

Potential Biological Removal (PBR) is the product of the minimum population size, one-half the maximum 

productivity rate, and a “recovery” factor (Wade and Angliss 1997).  The “recovery “ factor, which accounts for 

endangered, depleted, and threatened stocks, or stocks of unknown status relative to optimum sustainable population 

(OSP ) is assumed to  be 0.50  because this sto ck is listed as de pleted und er the Ma rine Mam mal Prote ction Act. 

Therefo re, PBR  for the USA  Atlantic coas tal bottlenose  dolphin sto ck is 25 do lphins. 

ANNUAL HUMAN-CAUSED MORTALITY AND SERIOUS INJURY

  Total annual estimated average fishery-related mortality or serious injury to this stock during 1994-1998 

was 45.8  bottlenose  dolphins (C V=0.6 7). 

Fishery Information 

Menhaden Purse Seine 

The Atla ntic menhad en purse sein e fishery targets the A tlantic menhad en, Brevortia tyrannus, in Atlantic 

coastal waters approximately 3-18 m in depth.  Twenty-two vessels operate off northern Florida to New England 

from April-January (NMFS 1991, pp. 5-73). M enhaden purse seiners have reported an annual incidental take of one 

to five bottleno se dolphin s (NM FS 199 1, pp. 5-7 3), although  observer  data are no t available.  

Mid-Atlantic Coastal Gillnet 

Coastal gillnets operate in different seasons targeting different species in different states throughout the 

range of this stoc k.  Most ne ts are ancho red close to  shore, but so me are allow ed to drift, and  nets range in len gth 

from 91 m  to 914 m .  A gillnet fishery for A merican sha d, Alosa sapidissima, operates seasonally from Connecticut 

to Georgia, with nets being moved from coastal ocean waters into fresh water with the shad spawning migration 

(Read 1 994).  It is co nsidered like ly that a few bottlen ose dolp hins are taken  in this fishery each yea r (Read 1 994). 

The portion of the fishery which operates along the South Carolina coast was sampled by observers during 1994 and 

1995, and no fishery interactions were observed (McFee et al. 1996). The North Carolina sink gillnet fishery 

operates in October-May targeting weakfish, croaker, spot, bluefish, and dogfish.  Another gillnet fishery along the 

North C arolina Ou ter Banks ta rgets bluefish in Ja nuary-Ma rch.  Similar m ixed-specie s gillnet fisheries, und er state 

jurisdiction, operate seasonally along the coast from Florida to New Jersey, with the exclusion of Georgia. 

The mid -Atlantic coas tal gillnet fishery is actually a c ombinatio n of small vesse l fisheries that target a 

variety of fish species.  Some of the fishery operates right off the beach.  Although observer coverage of the fishery 

was initiated in Ju ly, 1993, the re was no co verage in 19 94 and b ycatch estimate s are availab le only for 19 95-199 8. 

Observer coverage of the fishery ranged from 3% in 1997 to 5% in 1995 and  1998.  One take of a bottlenose dolphin 

was observed in 1995 and 1996, none in 1997, and three in 1998.  The annual estimated mortalities with associated 

CVs in parentheses by year are as follows: 1995, 56 (1.66); 1996, 64 (0.83); 1997, 0; 1998, 63 (0.94); estimated 

1995-1 998 me an annual estim ated take is 45 .8, CV= 0.67 (T able 2).   

Shrimp Trawl 

The shrimp trawl fishery operates from North Carolina through northern Florida virtually year around, 

moving sea sonally up an d down th e coast.  On e bottlenos e dolphin w as recove red dead  from a shrimp  trawl in 

Georgia  in 1995 ( Southeast U SA M arine Ma mmal Stran ding Netw ork unpub lished data), b ut no bottleno se dolphin 

mortality or serious injury has been previously reported to NMFS. 

Beach Seine 

A beach seine fishery operates along northern North Carolina beaches during the spring and fall targeting 

mullet, spot, weakfish, sea trout, and bluefish.  The North Carolina beach seine has been observed since April 7, 

1998.  The fishery, based on the Outer Banks of North Carolina, occurs primarily in the spring (April through June) 

and fall (October through December).  This fishery has two types of setup systems: a “beach anchored gill net” and a 

“beach seine”.  Both systems utilize a gill net anchored to the beach.  The beach seine system also uses a bunt and 

wash net that are attached to the beach and are in the surf.  This fishery was observed by patrolling the beaches on a 

daily basis.  During April 1998, 12 hauls were observed: 9 were the gill net system and 3 were the beach seine 
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system.  Durin g May 1 998, 26  hauls were o bserved: 1 4 gill net and 1 2 beach  seine hauls.  D uring Octo ber 199 8, 7 

hauls were observed, all the gill net system.  During November 1998, 1 gillnet system haul was observed.  During 

Decem ber 199 8, 14 hau ls were obse rved: 12 g ill net and 2 be ach seine ha uls.  The on ly observed  take was a fresh ly 

killed bottleno se dolphin  during M ay 1998 .  The bea ch seine ob server data  is currently being  audited an d is 

unavailable for analysis.  The beach seine fishery bycatch mortality estimate will be available for the 2001 stock 

assessment re port. 

Table 2.  Summary of the incidental mo rtality of bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops truncatus) by commercial fishery 

including the years sampled (Years), the number of vessels active within the fishery (Vessels), the type of 

data used (Data Type), the annual observer coverage (Observer Coverage), the mortalities recorded by on-

board observers (Observed Mortality), the estimated annual mortality (Estimated Mortality), the estimated 

CV of the annual mortality (Estimated CVs) and the mean annual mortality (CV in parentheses). 

      

Fishery Years  Vessels Data Type 1 Observer 
Coverage 2 

Observed 
Serious 
Injury 

Observed 
Mortality 

Estimated 
Mortali ty 

Estimated 
CVs 

Mean 
Annual 

Mortality 

Mid-Atlantic 
Coastal Sink 
Gillnet 

94-98 NA Obs. Data 
Weighout 

NA, .05, .04, 
.03, .05 

NA, 0, 0, 0, 
0 

NA, 1, 1, 0, 
3

 NA, 56, 
64,  0, 63 

NA, 1.66, 
.83, 0, .94 

45.8 
(0.67) 

TOTAL 45.8 
(0.67) 

1 Observer data (Obs. data) are used to measure bycatch rates; the USA data are collected within the 
Northeast Fisheries Science Center (NEFSC) Sea Sampling Program.  The NEFSC collects weighout 
(Weighout) landings data that are used as a measure of total effort for the USA sink gillnet fisheries. 

2 The observer coverage for the mid-Atlantic coastal sink gillnet fishery is measured in tons of fish landed. 

Other Mortality 
Bottlenose dolphins are known to interact with commercial fisheries and occasionally are taken in various 

kinds of fishing gear including gillnets, seines, long-lines , shrimp trawls,  and crab pots  (Read 1994,  Wang et al. 
1994) especially in near-shore areas where dolphin densities and fishery efforts are greatest.  These interactions are 
due in part to the species’ gregarious nature and habits of feeding on discarded bycatch and from baited gear (e.g., 
long-line and crab pots). However, stranding data probably underestimate the extent of fishery-related mortality and 
serious injury because not all of the dolphins which die or are seriously injured may wash ashore, nor will all of 
those that do wash ashore necessarily show signs of entanglement or other fishery-interaction.  In addition, the level 
of technical expertise among stranding network personnel varies widely as does the ability to recognize signs of 
fishery interaction.  Due to the extent of decomposition and/or the level of experience of the examiner, a 
determination cannot always be made as to whether or not a stranding occurred due to human interaction 

From 1993-1997, two hundred and eighty-eight bottlenose dolphins were reported stranded in waters north 
of Cape Hatteras (Virginia to Massachusetts, NE Region) (NMFS, unpublished data).  The majority of the 
strandings within this northern area occurred in Virginia (n = 182, 63%).  An unknown  number of the animals 
reported stranded during 1993-1995 have shown signs of entanglement with fishing gear or interactions with fishing 
activities; however, limited information was available for 1993, and complete information was available for 1996-
1999.  In 1993, eight bottlenose dolphins in Virginia and one in Maryland were reported as entangled in fishing 
gear, but the gear type was not reported (NMFS unpublished data).  In 1996, seventy-four bottlenose dolphins were 
reported stranded in the NE Region.  The cause of death could be determined for 44 animals and of these, 16 or 
36% were reported due to human interactions (including 13 gear entanglements).  In 1997, seventy-four bottlenose 
dolphins were also reported stranded in the NE Region.  The cause of death could be determined for 54 animals and 
of these, 14 or 26% were reported due to human interactions.  If the percentages are consistent for animals for 
which cause of death could not be determined, it is likely that during 1996 about 27 (36%), and during 1997 about 
19 (26%), of the stranded animals in the NE Region died due to human interactions. 

Evidence of interaction with fisheries (entanglement, net marks, mutilations, gun shots, etc.) were present 
in 178 of 1353 of the bottlenose dolphin strandings investigated in the USA Southeast Atlantic region (North 
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Carolina to Florida) from 1993 to 1998,  as determined from 
evidence of entanglement in fishing gear and/or other human 
related causes  (e.g., net marks, entanglement, mutilations, 
boat strikes, gunshot wounds) (NMFS unpublished 
information).  This does not take into account those animals 
for which cause of death could not be determined so the 
number of animals that stranded due to human interaction is 
likely greater.  Table 3 provides coastal bottlenose dolphin 
strandings observed from New York to Florida during 1997 
through 1999 (unpublished data from Southeast and Northeast 
Marine Mammal Stranding Databases).  This data is presently 
under analysis and additional information on stock structure 
and fishery interactions is expected for the next Status of the 
Stocks review.  As the table illustrates, there is cons iderable 
variability in strandings between these states during this  time 
period. 

In recent years reports of strandings with evidence of 
interactions between bottlenose dolphins and both recreational 
and commercial crab-pot fisheries have been increasing in the 
Southeast Region (McFee and Brooks 1998). 

The nearshore habitat occupied by this stock is 
adjacent to areas of high human population and in the northern 
portion of its range is highly industrialized.  The blubber of 
stranded dolphins examined during the 1987-88 mortality 
event contained anthropogenic contaminants in levels among 
the highest recorded for a cetacean (Geraci 1989).  There are 
no estimates of indirect human-caused mortality resulting from 
pollution or habitat degradation, but a recent assessment of the 
health of live-captured bottlenose dolphins from Matagorda 
Bay, Texas, associated high levels of certain chlorinated 
hydrocarbons with low health assessment scores (Reif et al. in 
review). 

STATUS OF STOCK 
This stock is considered to be depleted relative to 

OSP and it is listed as depleted under the Marine Mammal 
Protection Act (MMPA).  There are data suggesting that the 
population was at an historically high level immediately prior 
to the 1987-88 mortality event (Keinath and Musick 1988); 
however, the 1987-88 anomalous mortality event was 
estimated to have decreased the population by as much as 53% 
(Scott et al. 1988).  A comparison of historical and recent 
winter aerial survey data in the area south of Cape Hatteras 
found no statistically significant difference between 
population size estimates (Student's t-test, P > 0.10), but these 
estimates may have included an unknown proportion of the 
offshore stock.  Population trends cannot be determined due to 
insufficient data.  

Although there are limited observer data directly 
linking serious injury and mortality to fisheries (e.g., in the 
coastal gillnet fishery complex in the mid-Atlantic), the total 
number of bottlenose dolphin assumed from this stock which 
stranded showing signs of fishery or human-related mortality 
exceeded PBR in 1993, 1996, 1997, and by the end of October 
in 1998.  In North Carolina alone, human-related mortality 
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Table 3.  Bottlenose dolphin strandings  from New York to 
Florida during 1997 through 1999.  Data from Southeast 
and Northeast Marine Mammal Stranding Databases. 

STATE 1997 1998 1999 

NEW YORK   Total Stranded 2 3 3

     Human Interaction

     ---- Fishery Interaction 1 0 0

     ---- Mutilation 0 0 0

     ---- Other 0 0 0

     No Human Interaction 0 2 3

     Could Not Be Determined 1 1 0 

NEW JERSEY Total Stranded 10 11 15

     Human Interaction

     ---- Fishery Interaction 0 1 3

     ---- Mutilation 0 0 0

     ---- Other 0 0 0

     No Human Interaction 2 3 2

     Could Not Be Determined 8 7 10 

DELAWARE  Total Stranded 14 8 18

     Human Interaction

     --- Fishery Interaction 1 1 1

     --- Mutilation 0 0 0

     ---- Other 2 1 0

     No Human Interaction 4 0 4

     Could Not Be Determined 7 6 13 

MARYLAND  Total Stranded 2 2 2

     Human Interaction

     ---- Fishery Interaction 0 0 1

     ---- Mutilation 0 0 0

     ---- Other 0 0 0

     No Human Interaction 1 0 1

     Could Not Be Determined 1 2 3 

VIRGINIA   Total Stranded 44 42 50

     Human Interaction

     ---- Fishery Interaction 11 8 18

     ---- Mutilation 0 2 3

     ---- Other 0 1 0

     No Human Interaction 15 12 6

     Could Not Be Determined 18 19 23 

N. CAROLINA Total Stranded 123 103 94

     Human Interaction

     ---- Fishery Interaction 28 22 24

     ---- Mutilation 5 3 1

     ---- Other 1 0 0

     No Human Interaction 21 16 19

     Could Not Be Determined 68 62 50 

S. CAROLINA Total Stranded 41 41 34

     Human Interaction

     ---- Fishery Interaction 8 4 1

     ---- Mutilation 2 0 1

     ---- Other 0 1 2

     No Human Interaction 15 10 10

     Could Not Be Determined 16 26 20 

GEORGIA   Total Stranded 18 26 14

     Human Interaction

     ---- Fishery Interaction 1 1 1

     ---- Mutilation 0 0 0

     ---- Other 0 0 0

     No Human Interaction 8 6 8

     Could Not Be Determined 9 19 5 

FLORIDA   Total Stranded 104 80 87

     Human Interaction

     ---- Fishery Interaction 7 3 4

     ---- Mutilation 0 0 0

     ---- Other 0 1 0

     No Human Interaction 34 29 28 



approached PBR in each of the intervening years.  The total fishery-related mortality and serious injury for this 
stock is not less than 10% of the calculated PBR, and, therefore, cannot be considered to be insignificant and 
approaching zero mortality and serious injury rate. 

The species is not listed as threatened or endangered under the Endangered Species  Act, but because this 
stock is listed as depleted under the MMPA it is a strategic stock. 
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